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Wiildlife corridors in the wheatbelt

Volunteers on an
Earthwatch expedition
set up mist nets for
catching birds to see
which species move
along corridors of native
vegetation.
By Richard Hobbs, Principal Research Scientist and Denis Saunders,
Officer in Charge, CSIRO Division of Wildlife and Ecology, Midland
Native vegetation in the Western Australian
wheatbelt now persists mostly in small areas
that remained uncleared for various reasons.
(See 'Remnant vegetation on farms is a valuable resource' on page 43.)
On their own, most of these remnant areas are
difficult to manage, and too small to retain
viable populations of many of the birds and
other animals found in the wheatbelt. These
patches of vegetation can be linked by wildlife
corridors, which may increase the ability of the
wildlife to move about and persist in the area.
A delicate balance
Without some action now, many species are
liable to disappear. The main loss would be of
our natural heritage. Every region would
become a little poorer each time another
species became extinct.

46

WA JOURNAL OF AGRICULTURE Vol .12. IMI

There are also other considerations, with more
direct economic importance. Scientists and the
community alike know little about the role of
insect-eating birds, for example, in controlling
agricultural pests and diseases. We do know,
however, that the loss of insect-eating birds in
New South Wales has resulted in an increase in
problem insect pests that cause dieback in
trees. The problems of insect pests damaging
planted trees are well known in Western
Australia.
The crux of the problem is to conserve what
remains of our native vegetation and fauna in
the wheatbelt. We need to manage the vegetation properly, and to create and maintain
connections - or wildlife corridors - between
these remnant areas, which allow birds, and
possibly other animals, to move from remnant
to remnant.
Animals often depend on a variety of vegetation
types for food and shelter and need to be able
to move between them. Birds that feed on

insects and nectar need to move between
different patches to find plants that flower at
different times of the year. Some honeyeaters
may fly many kilometres to reach small patches
of banksias that are in flower when little else is.
Singing honeyeaters and willy wagtails can
travel easily across open paddocks. Western
yellow robins and some thornbills depend
more on native vegetation and will only move
within it.
Wide is best
The corridors between areas of remnant
vegetation are therefore highly important.
Today, these corridors are found mostly along
roadsides and fencelines, and vary greatly in
their usefulness to fauna. Wide road verges
with vegetation in good condition support
more species that depend on remnant vegetation than narrow verges with only a sparse
vegetation cover.

animals and birds. Increasing a windbreak
from three to five rows of trees and shrubs
would be beneficial.
• It is best to join up remnant areas that are
still in somewhat good condition and fairly
large, for example 50 ha or more, unless there
are important small areas such as patches of
banksia.
• It is probably more effective to join up
areas of remnant vegetation that are close
together (for instance less than a kilometre
apart) than those further apart.
• When revegetating land, trees alone are
not enough; a mixture of shrub species
should be used. Shrub species are often just
as effective at helping to lower water-tables

Local shires have an important role in maintaining road verges in good condition. Safety to
road users is a primary concern, but beyond
that, management should involve as little
disturbance to the verge as possible. Disturbance of the native vegetation canopy invariably leads to weed invasion, which in turn
means costly management problems.
The best solution for wildlife and weed control
is to leave the vegetation, especially the shrub
layer, intact, and to avoid scraping away more
of the vegetation each time a road is graded.
The existing set of linkages between remnant
areas is, in most districts, incomplete. There is
great scope for adding to the 'corridor network'
by joining isolated areas of remnant vegetation.
Creation of wildlife corridors need not be a
separate operation from other revegetation
programmes. Careful design of revegetation for
shelterbelts or for waterlogging and salinity
control can mean that these tree belts will be
beneficial to wildlife. Revegetation along
creeklines can often join up remnant areas, as
can the location of treed shelterbelts.

as are trees. They fill the gaps that form in
shelterbelts as the trees grow taller. Shrubs
also provide food and shelter for many birds.
• Corridors frequently cross many different
soil types. Species used for revegetation
should be chosen to suit the different soil
types. The vegetation present in different
localities gives an idea of which species will
be suitable, and can also provide a useful
source of seed.

A good vegetation
corridor should be wide,
uninterrupted and with
an intact cover of native
vegetation.

Further reading
Guidelines
Existing guidelines for revegetation for wildlife corridors are only generalisations, because we do not know enough about how
animals and birds use these corridors. However, here are a few guiding principles.

Hussey, B.M.J., Hobbs. R.J. and Saunders D.A. (1991).
Guidelines for bush corridors. CALM/CSIRO.
Saunders, D.A. and Hobbs R.J. (1991). Nature conservation 2: The role of corridors. Surrey Beatty, Chipping
Norton.

• The wider the vegetation corridor the
better it is for encouraging the movement of
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